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EVALUATING THE LANGUAGE LABORATORY IN PRACTICE

P 4

1 ]
Robert Vanderplank (Helsinki University)

1 A model for language laboratory evaluation

1.1 Backgreund

! Some time 8go | investigsted the proposition that the language

laboratory (henceforth, LL) was largely a wastad resource. 1 wanted

to find out why a valuable educational tool, wrijten about for over

25 years, oftenatgreat length, and in use all over the world, was O
poorly regarded by many and rarely seemed to come up to expectations

when put to the test. This work was greeted weli by some language

schoo's ia Britain, but on the whole it was received with an embarrassed

silence. 1 had hoped tJ raise standards of LL use by attempting to

raise user-consciousness through the evaluation tachniques which will

be described below.

The literature on LL evaluation is rather depressing. Most
studies, for example, the Pennsylvanfa Project (Smith, 1970), the
‘comunicative competence’ study of Sevignon (1972), and the York
Study of Green and his associates (Green, 1975) come out against the
LL. A notable esrly exception is the study of Sarah Lorge (1964),
but on the whole that study remains an exception. Indeed, the last
large-scale study in Britain, the York Study aentioned above, was
particularly damning: that current uses of the LL make ft largely 2
waste of money.

ED266642

On the other side, there is & great deal of literature on how to
select a LL, how to manage it, how best to exploit it, its advantages,
and so on. Then there is a third branch which desls with reactions of
taachers: questionnaires, attitude surveys, such as those by Anderson
(1977) in Swaden, and by Holec (1971) in Belgium.

When, early on in my research, 1 complained about the basic

unfairnecs of LL comparative studies, since they were loaded dgainst
the LL from the outset by their very design, 1 was told that there was

. no other way. As a convinced LL msn who has worked in LL-orientated
environments and is conscious of the bemefits it may bring, 1 could not
accept the findings of many studies in any way other than trivisl, If
you reduce your expensive (ool to sn almost insignificant role, in order
to compare its performance with some thing else, waste much of its
potential and fail to train personne] and muke them dware of its poten-
tial, then it seems to ms that you are not holding & fiir evaluation.

1.2 How the model is made up

1 wanted to find a mesns of evaluating the LL on 1ts own terms in
practice. That is, how this sophisticated, educatiomal tool, with 1ts
own rationale and principles of good use, and with sound pedagogical
reasons to justify its purchase, was actually used by teachers and
learners {1eaving aside purely administrative reascas for its use). |
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'3 took as my starting point the three bacic reasons for the purchase of
I any new tool: that it does the job FASTER, BETTER, or gives more USER
1) SATISFACTION than any other comparable :im of equt t or means of

doing the job. This would mean, in teaching tevms, tape recorder,
.12-“. form of LL, such as an audio-active LL, or no educational
aids.

low are we to translate these critaria into LL terms? Vell,
- writers on LL use often talk about the advantages of using the LL. 1
! looked at the litersture and found soms T3 given, but there are saven
] which all writars agree On:
|

. Each learner can answer all the questions and work al® the time.
. Each learmer is responsible for his own performance.

. Each learner can listen critically to his om et

. Each Tearmar caa work at his own pace.

" The teacher can deal with each learmer's probless Jally.
. The LL can provide a variety of programmes and act 8.
Learmers are not afreid to spesk in the privacy of .m &.

i
]
’ ‘ How can we 1ink the criteria of FASTER, BETTER, &

.ﬂﬁlﬂbul‘—

nd )08

SATISFACTION with the proposed or assumed advantages fven in the

Titarsturs. 1 would suggest the following: ’ ,
MORK STYUDY CRITERIA ASSUMED ADVANTAGES

P —— T ———————— —————— ————————

1. Quickness in performing tasks own pace, answer al)
(cutting time/incressing questions
practice time per student)

2. Accurscy in performing tasks 1isten critically, teacher

1 " (cutting waste/t ng can help individually

‘ class pﬂ‘m;

' 3. Job Satisfaction responsibility, pri
(using m“fmlum of vatx:"t; e n“'.’
the user as 2 :

contributing
mtc the above two criteria/
1 ing interest and motivation)

You may wel) suggest that in reality the 1inks are not quite as
soat and clear-cut as | have made them. 1 weuld agree ontirely, and
this onruzm will be sccemodsted in another part of the asdel
whigh will ba described below. ' Bl

What happons in practics? Of course, the advantages do ROt o
autemstically, sl LL salesmen wight ‘.mnt that they de. festing
the frlurh od gain &m on whether s2ecifie’
facilities duilt iate W are and 3130 On how are weed.

In sther words, the adventages are only realised i% tice by the
use of the facilities available and by the fulfilsen of 1fic
conditions regarding the wee of the facilities. Let us take, for |
u-‘u. sssumad sdventage mmber 3. Each learner can 1isten onitically *
ts Ms am veice. Ia strictly prectical terms, for this sssumed .

] wuuumm.mmyutmu.uu- Tayhack

facility and dval-track tape rev vder, but the Tearmer mist olee 8

able to matpelats ceatrols, drills and exsrcises with ease, 1ndgpondent

NN

&
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uf the teacher, and have both time and the ability te assess what has
been recorded and then correct errvors. Moreover, the learner must be
sware that the mpmibﬂu{ for the performance is his alone
{assumsd advantage mumber 2.).

In more general terms, sach assumed advantage can be sa'd to be
based on the presence and use of facilities (e.g. cue/rewind, monitor/
intercom.) or functions (learner caa recap/correct, teacher can listen
to learner performance/correct learner), and also on the fulfilment
of both pedagogical and tachmical ceaditions. The facilities and
functions of a norms) AAC LL sre well-kncum and {1 shall mot go through
thes here. As far as pedagogical snd tachnica) conditions are
concerncd, my model includes some thirty im all, some of which are
showm below: . .

RS L N T

Mmiul conditions of use

LL work should be w‘ou-dulpd

Teacher should be treined in axploitation of LL

Objectives of any LL session sheuld 3 explicit

Amount oftu. work should perwit learmers to work systemstically
at own pace

Material should be pre-recorded if sdministretively possible

Learners must be trained to awid over- and under-learat

Learners must be trained not to rely on teacher {ntervention

Students must be traimed in use of LL coatrols

Materisl used smust be adequats and appropriate Cor the task

Technical conditions of vse

Equipment usad should be adaquate for the task ia terms of noise,
reliability, clari o

A1l facilities should be functioning Lo

Material s J should be tecinically adequats ¢.g. quality of
recording JPpT.

I think 1t should he clear by this poiat that seme facili“fes
and functions and their undariying conditiass of use can be linked to
aleost &11 assumed unnt:rl, while others are mers ipecific. For
exanple, those concarmed with self-assessment and corvection, and
possibly with over- and ynder-learning can ba linked directly with
assumed adventage mumber 3. Cach lsarmer cam ldstem critically to his
own voice. If we take this point a stage furtier, Wi Can say that
some facilities/functions snd congditions Wﬂn on one
of mmmmumuwamﬁ (R} and 208
SATISFACTION ‘J). than on the ather twe. t is, Jou can weight the
use of a faciitty o an underiyting‘condition with S, A, er J, or with
any combination of tham. Tw this works s polow in tie

rational Model fi o

Let me sumarise briefly what ! have seid 8o far. My sodel is

on

1. utilization of faciiities and functions, ond,

2. tulfiliment of conditions underiying their uss.

The sbsence and presence of these conditiams z'tb dogree to which
any facility or function is exploited act as ding facters in
whether an assumed advantaga is obtained in pructice i amy LL session.

tullt
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In turn, the absence or presence of the different advantages then

indicates whether the LL session can be said to have been neld for
reasons of SPEED, ACCURACY, or JOB SATISFACTION, none of these, or
any combination of them.

2 The model in prectice
211 Observation grids

The model was adapted to a set of observation grids, four im all.
These are shown overleaf. The most important grids assessi
{ndividual LL sessions were Grid 2. Tescher use of LL and Grid 3.
Student use of LL . N T

As can be seen from grids 2 and 3, absence or presence of
corditions and use of facilities and functions wis net sneugh. [ was
also interested in the degres to which equipment was used and functions
were carried out. Each scale, tiersfore, had 3 set of epsrations)
dafinitions. Some examples of the definitions used are givem after the
grid:. '0' - zer0 - was always taken to meen 'imapplicabls 1a this
session’.

v

i,

It may a!1 seem rather ‘sd hoc' to the informed regder.’ 1 should
say at this point that ] attempted to gain yalidity for the rtdl and
definitions (which were, in fact, deritved satirely frem the {teratwe
and findings of reseanch on LL use) by distriduting questiosnsiver on
LL use to al) teachers in the first school atudied. The resalts of
thase questionndires supported very s Iy the medel, the centant of
the grids and the definitiens. It ceulc be cliimed, therefory, that
teachers were being assessed by the very criteria that they themselves
accepted or supported.

2.2 The observations

There wave seven observers in four schools of 11sh (including
the author). The schools ware the School of English Studies, Folkestone,
Colchester and Bedford English Study Centres, and the Davies School,
Cambridge. Unfortunately, the teacher at the Devies School whs wes to
carry out the observations proved to have neither vhe knowledge or the
experience to carry out the task adquataly. It chould be clear by this
sur that operating this model with degree of accurscy amd
reliability doss require a sound m% understanding of LL's
and considersble experiene with them. » even 3 disyppointing
observer was, for the purposes of the trial of the model, useful in
some respects. )

Altogether 56 LL sessions were observed. In each sssgion the
observer completed the marking of the grids as the sassion progressed.
Soms class information regarding saterials, studeats snd the teacher
was, of course, known 1n advance, 80 grids 2 and 3 could recsive it
attent’on., By the end of each session, sa cbsgrver hed gathered 3 lot
of quantitative data on the use of facilities and functions god on the
extont to which conditions had boen fulfilled, These dita culd than
be grouped |Muum1rhuﬂnunchu'.~m wing
the weighting given to sach 1n terms of S, A and G
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As was Said earlier, some conditicns or use of facilities/functions

heve & bearing on all three criteria snd sc were given equal 5,A and J
weighting, but at the sems time were felt to be more relevant to a
single assumed advantage and consequently ware attiched to that advan-
tage. Since assumad advintages wers also given S, A or J criterion,
obtaining sn assumed advantage establishes whether the respactive

criterion is being fulfilled, and thus. a quatitative assessment 1n

terms of Speed, Accuracy or Job Satisfaction (1.e. {r pedagonical
equivalents) s then possible.

The results for eleven out of the fifty-cix sessions are shown

below {8 representative sample). Two of these sessions, 19 and 39,
are also given the analysis described above. The smlysis shows that
the main criterion for holding session 19 appesrs to have been Job
sacisfaction. Of course, in pedagogical terms. without the other
criteria, it could well he interpouted as simply giving the learners
s change of scena and activity, with no clear pedagogical objectives.
in session 39, on the other hand, the Job Sasisfaction crizerion is
1inked to the Accuracy criterion, through an ssphatis on both
sccuracy and seif-responsibiiity.

The full results in terws of the three criteris were s follows:

Criteria Eﬂ:er_g_f__s_essions
Joh: Satisfaction/Speed/Accuracy 13
Job Satisfaction/Speed 13
Job Satisfaction/ACcurac 7
Job Savisfaction only 13
Spesd/Accuracy *
AccuraCy only {
Spesd only 5
Wy 3
lnsufficient data i

only thirteen out of fifty-3ix can be said to have exploited the

faciitrias of the LL fully according to the critaris, and to hMve

‘red the advantages of LL use. S0, just as the York Study found,

the LL really is under-exploited and in these tevms i5 p wasted
rezource for many. The reasons for the poor showing of $0 mEny
se5sinns hrve bean discussed elsevimve (vanderplank, 19811, but
Timtations of space means that 1 can oaly sriefy sumarise what

the good sessions had in common snd what the Himiting factors in Ll

use aposar to be from this stufy.
% Compon festures of fuily-exploited sessions

Tra thirteen fully-exploited sassions had the fallowing coseon

fagiuras:

- frequency of use {once & day o 2R
- - =rposkilled in UL ise
. siugests weli-irained sno —wsponsibie / 11 sookipes fully

ey YEetr contratl-
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4 Fina)l comments

I have aryued that instead of just comparing the LL with other
ways ¢ teaching or lsarning | oes, we need to evaluate how the
LL itself is vsed. | Mmin 2 that we can see the rationale
behind the LL in teras of three criteria, that it is faster, better,
o> gises sore job satisfaction, and of seven advantages to be gained,
poteatiaily, 1n using the LL.

1 would suggest that if the LL is noc exploited in such a way as to
fulfi] the first two criteria, then e user must demonstrate how the
LL ¢s suiced to the ure being made of 1t in both technolcgical terms
and pedagogical terms. The models and grids which [ have presentad and
described do have the otautial to reise user-consciousmess (especially
as tor “ar and stude. . checklists) through demonstr ting clearly whers
impro. ments can be made. As I found in my studies, 1t is possible to
use the LL fun{ and well in 2 very wide variety ¢f wvays - not just
structural drills, listening exercises, or pronunciation work. In fuct,
1 would say that its uses and usefulness are )imited by only two factors:
the skills and imagination of the teacher, and the degree of traiming,
preparation end responsibility which thka teacher can end 1s willing to
giva the Jearners.
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